Objectives: Over the past decade, there has been a markedly growing interest in issues involving work-related stress in Europe. In Italy, according to Eurofound, research has demonstrated high levels of stress in the banking sector. With this in mind, a study was conducted to evaluate the peculiarities of hindrance and challenge stressors, and their links with recovery in the Italian banking population. Material and Methods: The health and safety managers of a major Italian banking group were contacted and invited to participate in a stress assessment procedure, not only for research purposes but also to help them fulfill their obligations with regard to work-related stress. In total, 6588 bank workers took part in the study (57.5% males and 42.5% females) in 2012-2018. Work-related stress was measured with the Stress Questionnaire (SQ) that assesses several psychosocial working variables. Recovery was measured using a scale based on the SQ. The analysis and tabulation of the study results were performed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS). Results: The results have demonstrated that female respondents lack more job control and colleagues' support as compared to male respondents. Employees aged > 50 lack their supervisors' support while employees with the shortest job seniority experience the greatest role ambiguity, as well as the lack of job control and colleagues' support. The results of hierarchical regression analysis have demonstrated that the lack of colleagues and supervisors' support, as well as job demands and job control, contribute to explaining the recovery experience. The greatest contribution to the explained variance could be attributed to job demands and the lack of colleagues' support. Conclusions: This study has demonstrated an important contribution of the so-called traditional stressors to predicting recovery for the banking population in Italy. These findings suggest that banks should adopt corporate policies containing activities for the prevention of and protection against stress, with a more general objective of improving the mental health of their workers. Int J Occup Med Environ Health. 2019;32(2):255 -65
INTRODUCTION
In recent years, a growing number of empirical investigations, conducted in many countries, have highlighted the negative consequences of work-related stress for workers' health, companies and the society [1] [2] [3] . As a result, the issue of work-related stress assessment is nowadays considered in the legislation of many European countries [4, 5] . Occupational stress may be considered a product of the dynamic interaction between an individual and the socioorganizational context in which he or she works, constituting the result of a (non-equal) relationship between the stressors related to the task/role and the operator's ability to cope with them [6] [7] [8] [9] . The banking sector is experiencing an unprecedented time due to both work organization changes and the global economic crisis [10] . According to the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (Eurofound), several surveys have shown that stress is one of the main occupational issues in the banking sector [11] . For several years now, the International Labor Organization (ILO) has highlighted a number of issues concerning workers in the credit sector: greater pressure on time, ergonomics problems, conflicting roles, excessive work demands, complex relationships with customers, and an increasing number of cases of stress and violence [12] . In Italy, the main reason for the reorganization of the credit sector lies in the significant number of mergers and acquisitions. First of all, the growing integration of the domestic banking system with that of the European Union has encouraged the creation of new large companies, able to compete with the main continental banking groups. In addition, remodeling was achieved in banking group alliances, with the consequent acquisition of a dominant position by only three large groups on the domestic market [10, 13] . The repercussions of the economic crisis in the banking sector were of 2 types: on the one hand, the progressive reduction in the savings and investment capacity of cus-IJOMEH 2019;32(2) 257 sented "a conceptual approach to (incomplete) recovery as an explanatory mechanism underlying the relationship between acute physiological stress reactions and chronic health impairment" [35] . In this perspective, recovery is seen as a decrease in physiological strain indicators (e.g., excretion of adrenaline and cortisol or a high heart rate). The aim of this research was to measure the level of workrelated stress in the Italian banking population. Specifically, a survey was conducted on a large sample of employees of a financial group, with the following objectives: -to identify individual differences (gender, age, job seniority) in work-related stressors among bank workers, -to test the potential impact of work-related hindrance and challenge stressors on recovery over and above the demographic variables. The purpose of the research was not only to highlight the issue of work-related stress on a sample of Italian bank employees, but also to provide useful insights into the development of suitable organizational strategies to detect and counteract work-related stress.
MATERIAL AND METHODS Participants
The authors contacted the health and safety managers of a major Italian banking group and invited them to participate in a stress assessment procedure, not only for research purposes but also to help them fulfill their obligations with regard to work-related stress imposed by Italian regulations on occupational health and safety (Legislative Decree No. 81/2008 [36] , as amended). The management of different branches of an Italian banking group agreed to participate in the research and gave their employees the possibility to complete the questionnaires during working hours. In return, each organization received a report to be included in their mandatory Risk Assessment Document. The participating bank branches represented a convenient sample that also reflected a multitude of territorial environments, thus conferring the results with greater validity. are highly demanding while simultaneously allowing little control. Many areas of work correspond to this model, whereby individuals have high workloads but relatively little autonomy in completing their assigned tasks [21] [22] [23] . Therefore, high job demands and low job control play a role in perceived psychological distress and, as a consequence, the workers who experience a combination of these 2 domains are considered more exposed to occupational stress [24] [25] [26] [27] . The major workplace stressors included in the present study can be broken down into 2-dimensional model categories, i.e., hindrance stressors and challenge stressors [28] . Hindrance stressors are stressful demands that are viewed as roadblocks to achieving goals and accomplishments. Challenge stressors are stressful demands that are viewed as potential learning and growth experiences [29] . Types of work-related hindrance stressor are role ambiguity and the lack of support; types of work-related challenge stressor can be ascribed to the dimensions of job demands and job control. Clarke et al. [30] found thatalthough all stressors appear to cause strain -different types of stressors are associated with different affective and behavioral responses. This is one of the reasons why it is important to determine what type of stressors largely affect workers, in such a way as to implement proper coping strategies. In terms of stress-related outcomes, recovery was highlighted by various researchers [31] [32] [33] [34] [35] . Recovery is a process that occurs when the demands (stress factors) imposed on an individual are no longer present [32] . During the recovery process, the functioning of an individual returns to its pre-stressor level, wherein strain is reduced. Thus, recovery can be considered a process opposed to the psycho-physiological activation that occurs under stressful conditions [33] . From a psychological point of view, an individual feels capable and ready to continue with his or her current demands, or to satisfy new demands [34] . From a physiological point of view, Geurts and Sonnentag pre-IJOMEH 2019;32(2) 258 sues experienced in job tasks were considered, also in the physical and psychological contexts. The questionnaire was validated and administered on a big sample of employees [39] . In particular, the validity with the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was good and the questionnaire scales were reliable [38, 39] . Giorgi et al. [37] [38] [39] pointed out that one of the most important aspects of the questionnaire was the psychosocial risk scale; it is based on 5 main psychosocial risks which might lead to negative stress-related outcomes. The scale consists of 25 items and 5 subscales: job demands, job control, role conflict, supervisors' support and colleagues' support. The SQ assesses 5 stress-related factors on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (absolutely agree) to 5 (absolutely disagree): -role conflict which occurs when employees have no awareness of their roles and responsibilities (5 items; e.g., "I have a clear idea about what is expected of me at work"); -colleagues' support or collaboration and support among employees (5 items; e.g., "I get the support I need from colleagues"); -supervisors' support or the extent to which employees experience support and understanding from their supervisors/leaders (5 items; e.g., "My supervisor energizes me at work"); -job demands which refer to quantitative job demands and job pressure (6 items; e.g., "I have unrealistic deadlines"); -job control or job resources that pertain to the task (5 items; e.g., "I can plan my work"). After recoding the responses to positively worded items, the questionnaire gives a total score, whereby a higher score indicates a greater degree of work-related stress. Recovery was measured using a 3-item scale from the above-mentioned SQ. A higher score means lower recovery. Demographic aspects were detected by some questions in which information was requested regarding genThe questionnaires were administered online through the intranet company portal; anonymity and confidentiality in the responses were fully assured. The participants were informed that the survey was intended to fulfill legal obligations regarding the assessment of work-related stress, with the opportunity to use the findings to improve the quality of their working lives. In this context, the compilation of the survey was very thorough and nearly all of the questionnaires were collected with complete data or with few missing elements that were replaced using the means of the scales. In total, 6588 Italian bank workers took part in the study: 57.5% were males and 42.5% females; 38.7% were aged 41-50 (followed by 28.7% aged 51-60, and 26.5% aged 21-30); 42.3% had held their jobs for 15-30 years (followed by 25.1% for 8-15 years, and 22.8% for > 30 years). With respect to the territorial area, the sample was conveniently divided across the Italian territory: 41.7% respondents came from Northern Italy, 41.6% from Central Italy and Sardinia, and 16.7% from Southern Italy and Sicily. This subdivision -having value exclusively for the sample description purposes -reflects the organization of the branches in the areas of geographical operations by the banking group.
Measures
Work-related stress was measured with the Stress Questionnaire (SQ), a tool developed by Giorgi et al. (2012) [37] [38] [39] . The Stress Questionnaire assesses several psychosocial working variables related to workrelated stress. The first version of the SQ was based on Karasek's demand-control-support model, and the Health and Safety Executive's Management Standards for workrelated stress [19, 40] . Based on an analysis of the literature concerning work-related stress, the SQ was further developed, adding emerging stress-related factors and risks, as well as recovery and economic stress (the fear of crisis and non-employability) [36] [37] [38] . Furthermore, the critical is-IJOMEH 2019;32(2) 259 The α reliabilities of the stress factors were satisfactory, indicating good internal consistency. The results of the 1-way analysis of variance demonstrated statistically significant differences between the 2 gender groups as regards the lack of job control (F = 31.68, df = 1, p < 0.01) and the lack of colleagues' support (F = 20.36, df = 1, p < 0.01), with female respondents having greater average values. There appear to be statistically significant differences (at the 0.01 level) between the 5 age groups as regards the lack of supervisors' support (F = 5.28, df = 4, p < 0.01), job demands (F = 31.83, df = 4, p < 0.01), the lack of job control (F = 40.8, df = 4, p < 0.01) and role conflict (F = 8.04, df = 4, p < 0.01). In particular, employees > 50 re por ted the greatest lack of supervisors' support. The group of respondents aged 31-40 reported greater average values for job demands, the lack of control and role ambiguity. The group < 30 reported the greatest level of role ambiguity and the lack of job control, along with high values for job demands. The results indicated significant differences between job seniority groups for all of the factors: role conflict (F = 10.04, df = 4, p < 0.01), the lack of colleagues' support (F = 4.5, df = 4, p < 0.01), the lack of supervisors' support (F = 3.11, df = 4, p < 0.01), job demands (F = 28.42, der, age, territorial area, job seniority and job position of the respondents.
Statistics
The analysis and tabulation of the results was performed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS). The following statistical analyses were performed: descriptive statistics, correlations, the 1-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) and hierarchical regression. First, basic descriptive statistics and α coefficients were calculated. Then, correlations (Pearson's r) were computed between the study variables. The 1-way ANOVA was performed to explore differences among individual groups (e.g., gender, age, job seniority, territorial area). Work-related stress factor scores were used for these analyses. Hierarchical regression was used to evaluate the relationship between a set of independent variables (role conflict, colleagues' support, supervisors' support, job demands and job control) and a dependent variable, controlling for or taking into account specific demographic variables.
RESULTS
Descriptive statistics and the results of correlation analysis are depicted in Table 1 . demands (F = 14.38, df = 7, p < 0.01) and the lack of job control (F = 9.11, df = 7, p < 0.01).
In addition to the 1-way analysis of variance, the authors performed a hierarchical regression analysis where the total score of "recovery" was used as a dependent variable. Demographic variables (age, job seniority and territorial area) were included in the first block, while hindrance stressors (e.g., role conflict, the lack of colleagues' support and the lack of supervisors' support) were tested in the second block. In the final step, dimensions of the challenge stressor variables (e.g., job demands and the lack of job control) were added. All predictor variables were mean-centered prior to the analyses [41] . Table 2 shows the results of the regression analysis.
The results of hierarchical regression analysis demonstrated that the demographics of age and territorial areas were significant, whereas job seniority was not. As far as the hindrance stressor variables are concerned, both the lack of colleagues' support and the lack of superiors' support were significant, whereas role ambiguity was not significant in predicting the ability to recover. Finally, challenge stressors were associated with the recovery variable and were both significant. Specifically, in the first block, demographic data were significant, except for job seniority. When the hindrance stressor variables were added in the second block, the model was significant, and these dimensions accounted for the 11% increase in variance (the lack of colleagues' support and the lack of superiors' support). Finally, when the challenge stressor variable dimensions were added in the third block, the model was significant, and these dimensions accounted for the 32% increase in variance. Overall, the final model of three blocks explains 45% of the variance for the ability to recover (Table 2) .
DISCUSSION
The purpose of this study was to measure the level of work-related stress in verifying the existence of significant differences in work-related stress factors with respect to df = 4, p < 0.01) and the lack of job control (F = 34.04, df = 4, p < 0.01). The groups with a job seniority of 16-30 years and > 30 years reported greater average values for the lack of supervisors' support. Employees with a job seniority of 3-7 years reported greater average values for the lack of job control and the lack of colleagues' support, as well as high values for role ambiguity and job demand; the group with a job seniority of < 3 years reported greater average values for role ambiguity and higher values for the lack of job control; the group with a job seniority of 8-15 years reported higher values for job demands and the lack of colleagues' support. Finally, the results indicated significant differences between the territorial area groups for all of the factors: role conflict (F = 11.61, df = 7, p < 0.01), the lack of colleagues' support (F = 9.79, df = 7, p < 0.01), the lack of supervisors' support (F = 4.33, df = 7, p < 0.01), job The variables tested as predictors in the following blocks: block 1 -demographics (age, job seniority and territorial area); block 2 -hindrance stressors (role conflict, lack of colleagues' support and lack of supervisors' support); block 3 -challenge stressors (job demands and lack of job control).
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proneness to occupational stress among older employees which, in turn, led to higher absenteeism [45] . In this study, when job seniority was taken into account, the results appeared similar to the age group findings: groups with the longest job seniority had higher average values for the lack of supervisors' support; groups with shorter job seniority mostly suffered from role ambiguity and the lack of job control, while the intermediate group was mostly affected by the impact of job demand and the lack of colleagues' support. The results of the first analysis revealed significant differences with respect to the stressors experienced by bank workers with different demographic characteristics: the elderly were more affected by the lack of support from their supervisors; the younger ones were more stressed by role ambiguity and the lack of job control, as they felt they had no awareness of their roles and responsibilities. Employees with an average length of service were mostly affected by quantitative job demands and job pressure, and by the lack of collaboration and support among employees. In other words, the emerging result was that employees of different age groups, and with different job seniorities, were associated with different stress factors. Significant differences were observed with respect to gender. Women appeared more stressed than men and this result was in line with international literature. Women suffered more than men from the lack of social support from their colleagues, and from the lack of autonomy and control over their jobs [41, 46, 47] . Psychological capital may be a potentially positive resource in reducing the negative effects of occupational stress on job burnout, and in relieving job burnout among bank employees, especially females [43] . Hierarchical regression demonstrated that both hindrance and challenge stressors explained the variance of recovery. Recovery reflected the extent to which an employee considered him/herself to be unable to fully regain energy in the company where he/she worked, and the extent to demographic variables (gender, age, job seniority, territorial area), and to test whether hindrance stressors could explain a significant percentage of incremental variance, compared with both demographic variables and challenge stressors, in explaining the recovery process. Firstly, the authors compared the differences in stressrelated factors (role conflict, colleagues' support, supervisors' support, job demands and job control) among individual groups, with respect to the following demographic variables: gender, age, job seniority and territorial area. Significant differences were found. Female respondents demonstrated greater average values as regards the lack of job control and the lack of colleagues' support. Previous studies demonstrated contradictory findings regarding work stressors and gender differences. For example, in a study by Spector and Zhou, gender was not significantly linked with perceived organizational support, role ambiguity or overload [42] . In the Pereira et al. study, gender was not significantly linked to social stressors [31] . Li et al. found that psychological capital mediated the relationships of extrinsic effort and reward with emotional exhaustion and depersonalization in males, while in females it partially mediated the relationships of extrinsic effort, reward and over-commitment with emotional exhaustion and depersonalization, as well as the relationship between reward and personal accomplishment [43] . Employees > 50 appeared to be mostly affected by the impact of the lack of supervisors' support; the group of respondents aged 31-40 years mostly suffered from job demands, whereas the younger group appeared to be mostly affected by the impact of role ambiguity and the lack of job control. Again, previous studies were a bit controversial regarding age differences and workplace stressors. For example, Pereira et al. found no significant links between age and social stressors [31] . Similarly, in a study by Kumar and Sundaram, the variables that included age groups were not found to be significantly associated with the stress level [44] . Stańczak et al., conversely, found a higher IJOMEH 2019;32(2) 262 of a complete scale such as, for example, the Recovery Experience Questionnaire (REQ) [50] . In addition, the authors could not statistically analyze the differences related to the division into territorial areas for the following reasons: sample homogeneity, features in the composition of each area (e.g., the coexistence of continental and island territories), differences in the type of organization and the autonomy of the organizational processes of each peripheral branch from the area leader branch. However, from a descriptive point of view, the authors noticed that bankers from the central and southern regions of Italy reported higher stress indices. This observation may denote the importance of socio-cultural factors in the perception of work-related stress. With this in mind, the authors feel the need to carry out future studies on this topic.
CONCLUSIONS
The findings of this study suggest that banks should adopt corporate policies containing activities for the prevention of and protection against stress. These strategies have a dual objective of protecting workers' mental health and containing company costs for the management of workrelated stress [51] . In particular, banks should pay careful attention to problems associated with the following stress factors which gradually build up and, if not dealt with early enough, could have a domino effect on both individuals and the organization: work overload; organizational role (responsibility, ambiguity); working conditions; individual differences and needs; and relationships at work. The present study pointed out a number of individual and organizational characteristics that may be important for preventing and reducing the incidence of work-related stress in the Italian banking population. In particular, the results of the study suggest that organizational programs that take individual characteristics (especially age, gender and job seniority) into consideration may also be imporwhich he/she felt mentally and physically fatigued. Statistical analyses showed that the demographics of age and territorial areas were significant, whereas job seniority was not. As far as the hindrance stressor variables are concerned, both the lack of colleagues' support and the lack of superiors' support were significant. The contribution of social stressors to poor recovery was previously reported with respect to other samples of employees. For example, Pereira et al. [31] demonstrated that social stressors contributed to poorer recovery. Interestingly, challenge stressors added in the third block explained the greatest amount of variance, i.e., they accounted for the additional 32% of the increased explained variance. Job demands were the most important predictor (β = 0.572). Although, job demands were claimed to be a challenge stressor that might put an individual in a stressful, but motivating, state, it does seem that they have an important contribution to explaining recovery challenges [48] . Some previous studies support the findings of this study. For example, Sonnentag and Fritz claimed, in particular, that workload might predict challenges in psychological detachment [49] . In summary, the present study demonstrated an important contribution of the so-called traditional stressors to predicting recovery for the banking population in Italy. Overall, the model explained 45% of the variance of recovery, which is a large proportion. Some limitations of the present study have to be addressed. The first limitation is that it cannot prove causality since the study design was cross-sectional. Consequently, the use of a longitudinal design is suggested. The second limitation is the use of self-reports, which may contribute to common method bias. The third limitation concerns the sample which is not representative of the Italian population; in addition, the bank agencies included in the study belong to the same parent company and, consequently, the variance between groups was not considered. The fourth limitation consists in having used a short recovery scale for the convenience of the study (a shortage of items), instead tant in preventing work-related stress. For example, supervisor training could be important for reducing the main stress factor reported by workers > 50, who complained about the lack of support from their supervisors. Providing supervisors with the necessary skills and information on the difficulties these workers are currently experiencing might have a favorable effect on both individuals and teams. Similarly, it should be borne in mind that younger workers sometimes have little awareness of their roles and responsibilities. In such a context, an active and proactive role of older workers can be very important in laying the foundations for a "generational pact" that should be facilitated through appropriate corporate policies. An effective "generational pact" should be implemented by taking into consideration the identification of high priority populations, and by developing training programs with a focus on individual and group coping strategies.
